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Training, Technical Assistance,
and Practice-Based Learning in the
Field Development Process

rom the beginning, the aim of the
EFF/NRS Data Collection Project was
to develop products, tools, and proce-
dures that would enrich the NRS Edu-
cational Functioning Level descriptions
and that would support valid and reliable measures
of educational gain using standardized alternative
assessments. For states that have chosen to give
adult education programs an alternative to assess-
ing educational gains with existing standardized
test instruments, the currently available qualitative
descriptions of levels of knowledge, skills, and abili-
ties in the NRS Educational Functioning Levels are
not specific enough to provide a basis for develop-
ing alternative assessment tasks and scoring guide-
lines. Recognizing that the current descriptors were
not designed to be used for assessment purposes,
USED/DAEL and NIFL jointly sponsored the
EFF/NRS Data Collection Project as a means of col-
lecting and analyzing adult learner performance
data that could be used to create more specific and
detailed qualitative descriptors for each NRS skill
area. The expected outcomes of the joint project
were enriched performance-level descriptors and a
set of performance assessment tasks that could be
used to mark the transition from level to level on
the NRS.
Beyond these specific expected outcomes, there
were several additional benefits expected from the
EFF/NRS Data Collection Project. Among these

expected benefits are the possibilities of developing
tools for measuring educational gains that are more
sensitive to smaller increments of change and more
closely aligned with adult learner and adult educa-
tion program goals than those found in currently
available standardized tests. Also, as adult education
moved to the more rigorous accountability require-
ments of the AEFLA (Title II, WIA), there was wide
concern that insufficient training in assessment pro-
cedures used by practitioners in the field would lead
to problems in the validity and reliability of the edu-
cational gains data required for accountability.
DAEL and NIFL believed that the considerable train-
ing and technical assistance that was part of the EFF
field-based research procedures would result in the
states in which we are working in a cadre of practi-
tioners more experienced in assessment. Moreover, it
was believed that the EFF field-based research would
produce a set of tools that would assist other practi-
tioners and other states in putting into place a more
rigorous approach to assessment and reporting.
Teacher/researchers in the EFF/NRS Data Col-
lection Project received training and tools to help
develop their expertise in the specific tasks required
for the research process by
« constructing a performance task that targeted one
of the EFF Standards and that was appropriately
challenging for the students’ skill levels,
* developing a clear and detailed picture (under-
standing) of the knowledge base required to per-
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form the task so that the task could be used as a
guide for instruction as well as an opportunity to
collect evidence of performance,

+ constructing tools to collect evidence of student
performance on the task in relation to the four
Dimensions of Performance, and

+ developing descriptions of student performance,
relative to the four dimensions, that were suffi-
ciently detailed to enable multiple practitioners to
reach agreement on where to place the perfor-
mance on a continuum of such performances.

In order to assist practitioners in collecting
and reporting the kind of rich and useful data that
we would need to gather in the proposed research
process and in response to what we learned about
that process from the practitioners along the way,
we developed several tools. Below, we describe these
tools in more detail, explaining why we developed
them and how teachers used them in the data col-
lection process. A copy of each form or tool is found
in Appendix B. The tools include
+ a performance template, which is an array of

increasingly complex generic descriptors of per-
formance along all four dimensions;

+ a definition of an EFF Performance Task and a
graphic that embeds the Performance Task in the
teaching and learning process;

+ a task template consisting of an array of increas-
ingly complex generic descriptors for the knowl-
edge that a task requires and for the conditions of
performance of the task to assist teachers in rating
the objective complexity of the task;

+ a Performance Task Worksheet to guide teachers
through the process of creating and analyzing a
performance task;

+ a set of criteria for well-constructed performance
tasks; and

* teacher and student observation forms.

The Performance Template:

A Key Tool for Building the Performance
Continuum

The Guiding Principles for the EFF Assessment
Framework called for a single continuum of perfor-
mance for all adults. In envisioning such a continu-
um, we drew on our knowledge of research on adult
cognition and learning. We wanted to build a “con-
tinuum” for each EFF standard that represented a
rich developmental picture of adult applied knowl-
edge and skills—a picture that included all adults,
that encompassed a lifetime of learning, and that
articulated learning as movement from novice to
expert performance. Our work on the NRS/EFF
Data Collection Project focuses only on that part of
each continuum that represents the performance of
adults participating in the current adult literacy/
basic education/ESL system and aims to ensure that
each continuum reflects what adult performance
really looks like in the classrooms and instructional
settings of that system.

The EFF Performance Template was the start-
ing point for using field data to construct a develop-
mental performance continuum based on the four
dimensions. It provided teachers—researchers with
a set of research-based generic criteria to guide and
standardize the process of placing detailed observa-
tions of ABE and ESL learner performance at appro-
priate points along a developmental performance
continuum from novice to expert. The Performance
Template is organized around three observation cat-
egories—Knowledge Base, consisting of what learn-
ers know; Performance, including both fluency and
independence; and Range, describing the kind and
number of tasks and contexts—that reflect the four
dimensions (see Figure 2).

Performance descriptions keyed to these obser-
vation categories were presented in 10 consecutive
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Figure 2. EFF Performance Template Questions

GUIDING PRINCIPLES FOR DEVELOPING THE EFF ASSESSMENT FRAMEWORK

DIMENSIONS OF PERFORMANCE

Knowledge Base 1.

What vocabulary do learners have related to the skill? Related to the subject area?

What do learners . What content knowledge do learners have related to the skill? Related to the subject area?
know?
3. What strategies do learners have for organizing and applying content knowledge?
H e Can learners recognize or create new relationships or connections?
¢ Can learners identify information that is important to the task, problem, or both?
e Can learners understand when information or concepts apply?
Performance 1. How fluently can learners perform?

e How much effort is required?
How well can

* How consistently do learners start and finish when getting to the desired outcome?

learners perform, * How well are barriers controlled or overcome?
including both
fluency and 2. How independently can the learners perform?
independence? H e How much help is needed from others?

e How much initiative is shown in getting started?

e How often do learners generate their own strategies to complete the task?
Range 1. What kinds of tasks do learners carry out?

¢ How complex is the task?

What kind and ¢ How many different kinds of tasks can learners perform?
number of tasks '}
can they perform 2. In what contexts can learners perform?
and in what : ¢ In what kinds of circumstances can learners perform?
context? ¢ In how many different situations can learners perform?

(relative but not absolute) ranges, in part so we could
look closely at performance in 10-point ranges from
0-60. By focusing on the 0—-60 range, we were able to
obtain richly detailed descriptions of adult learner
performance at the levels covered by adult
literacy/ABE/GED/ESL programs and described in
the six ABE and six ESL Educational Functioning
Levels of the NRS. The descriptions on the template
were devised as generic “markers” that describe
increments of growth; they focus on changes in key
features on each dimension and will be revised,
expanded, and further specified for each Standard,
based on teacher documentation.

A More Comprehensive Picture

of Learner Abilities

Teachers tell us that using the EFF Performance Tem-
plate was initially challenging; its language sometimes
seemed vague and repetitive (an inevitable conse-

quence of its generic nature and the incremental
change that it suggested along the continuum), and it
took a lot of time to document performance from so
many “angles.” As they became more experienced in
using the template, however, they came to appreciate
how it allowed them to see a much more comprehen-
sive picture of their learners’ abilities than they had
before. They used it as a guide to what prior knowl-
edge they should take into account as well as what
new knowledge and skills for which they should
look—what specific behaviors to identify—when
they assessed learner performance. Meanwhile, the
data that they provided by using the template allowed
us to refine and expand the descriptors in each range.

Midway through the year, the template was
restructured in response to feedback from ESL
teachers. They requested “more room” for rich
descriptions at the 0-20 ranges in order to take into
account everything that some ESL learners (particu-
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larly those who are not literate in their native lan-
guages) need to learn to accomplish tasks in this
range. Two new columns were added in the 0-20
range through all dimensions. These are still relative
“placeholders” and not absolute ranges, but they are
meant to allow for more “granular” description at
lower points on the continuum.

real-world, adult use of the targeted Standard that
can be analyzed according to the four Dimensions of
Performance.”

A Set of Criteria for Well-Structured

Performance Tasks

In Chapter 3 of the Field Guide, developed for
teacher/researchers as an orientation

“The performance template helps me to know that there’s more involved
than watching them do the task or reading their completed assignment. I

now can identify such areas as how well they perform, at what rate, and

with how many mistakes, etc.”

“Looking back into my past teaching years, I realize that I have been
teaching and assessing real-life activity lessons in the classroom, just not
under the title of ‘Performance Task.” What is new is the use of the tem-
plate or rubrics to do a more holistic assessment. I find this to be a much
better method of assessment because you see the student’s abilities in
many different angles. I still do ‘traditional’ methods of teaching and
assessment, such as grammar, pronunciation, spelling, dictation, etc.,

but I see them now as pre-performance-readiness activities.”

and preparation for the 2000-2001
field research, we articulated four cri-
teria for defining and rating well-
structured EFF Performance Tasks.
These criteria, the basis for the work-
sheet described below, were clarified
and revised during a midcourse
meeting in February 2001 of repre-
sentatives from all field research sites.
The revised Criteria for a Well-
Structured Performance Task read as
follows:
+ The EFF Standards represent the
knowledge and skills adults need to
achieve important purposes in their

Definition of an EFF Performance Task:
Targeting the Standard

Building the continuum for each Standard required
reliable data on the performance of each EFF Stan-
dard. To make sure that activities being documented
by teachers—researchers squarely focused on the full
Standard (including all of the Components of Per-
formance)—we asked teachers to observe and docu-
ment learner performance of a particular Standard
in what we termed “well-structured EFF Perfor-
mance Tasks.” We offered the following definition: “A
well-structured EFF Performance Task is a learning
activity that meets learners’ purposes and addresses
all components of an EFF Standard. It represents a

lives. A well-structured performance
task represents one instance of a meaningful use of
the standard.

* A well-structured performance task identifies the
evidence that will be used to determine how well
the standard was used to carry out the task.

+ A well-structured performance task is defined
specifically enough so that knowledge-base
requirements are clear.

* A well-structured performance task sufficiently
focuses on the targeted standard and its compo-
nents of performance so that performance can be
rated.

* A well-structured performance task has immediate
use or high transfer value for the learner.
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Figure 3. Teaching and Learning With EFF Standards

* How well have students learned to
use the Standard(s) to meet their
purposes?

¢ What can learners now do?

ASSESSING
LEARNER NEEDS

¢ What do learners want or
need to do?

e What do learners know and

what can they do in relation

An EFF Performance Task
e Addresses the Standard

¢ \What additional practice do
they need in order to use
the skill fluently and

to that purpose?

independently ¢ Provides opportunity for
in a range of students to develop along
situations?

TEACHING the four dimensions

PLANNING

e |s Purposeful, Contextual,
and Constructivist

* What else do learners need to know in
order to carry out the learning experience?

¢ What Standard(s) do they need/want to focus on?

* What learning activities can frame/provide a context
for this purposeful skill development?

¢ What underlying skills and knowledge will learners
need an opportunity to develop and practice?

As teachers used these criteria to develop and
implement performance tasks, they found that
doing so had important implications for how they
planned and actually carried out instruction, as
well as for how they observed and documented
learner performance. Many reported that their
learners were responding in positive and powerful
ways to these changes in how they approached
teaching. For example, as teachers involved learn-
ers more in planning learning activities, they found
themselves stepping more into the role of facilitat-
ing learning. They noted that learners responded
positively to the opportunity to participate more
actively in their own learning and to the opportu-
nities performance tasks afforded to contextualize
skill development in activities they found to be
meaningful and important.

Embedding Assessment in the

Teaching and Learning Process

A key learning throughout the process of developing
and documenting performance tasks was about the
nature and role of assessment: Who does it, how, and
when or at what points can we look for evidence of
learning? Planning and implementing performance
tasks that were meaningful to learners, rigorous in
their application of the full Standard, and, therefore,
effective in producing useful performance data,
required teachers to think about and “embed” assess-
ment through all the steps of the planning, teaching,
and learning cycle. The performance task develop-
ment process further encouraged teachers to devise
multiple strategies for eliciting evidence of learning
at various points in the teaching/learning experience.
Those were often innovative, performance-based

strategies that included learner dialogue,

“I don’t spend as much time as before in front of the class ‘teaching’
vocabulary or whatever; the students spend more time now applying
their learning in real-life applications. I now spend more time and
energy thinking about and developing tasks that will be meaningful
for the students. The students seem to understand that important
indications of their learning happens during their performance of
these EFF tasks. They want to include these EFF artifacts in their
portfolios as examples of their best work.”

reflection, and self-monitoring. Based on
this learning, we developed a new tool for
teacher/researchers to use as they con-
structed more performance tasks. This
new tool is in the form of a graphical rep-
resentation of how a well-structured per-
formance task informs all aspects of the
planning, teaching, and assessing cycle
(see Figure 3).
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“In this learning process, the students were full participants.
The students were motivated to do the task because the task
was real to them and relevant to their lives. The students made
connections between the subject matter and how to use the sub-
ject in their lives instead of thinking that school is ‘stuff” they
learn in school and will never use again. As a teacher, this type
of teaching was creative, exciting, and individualistic. I was
more of a facilitator in the process than usual. It was different
than the way I usually teach because each student could apply
the lesson to themselves and their lives.”

“Though ESL teachers inherently know that time is critical for
mastering language, we get caught up in deadlines and progress
testing and imposed or perceived curriculum demands. Creat-
ing a well-structured, step-by-step process for students to get to
their final writing piece (contrasting past, present, and future
English learning) made this learning activity easy for the stu-
dents and for me. Once they got started, it seemed there was no
stopping them. And yet I worried that it was taking too much
time. I wondered if the increased fluency that I saw had to do
with the topic, the process, or both.”

“My teaching has become very focused. The performance task
has been integrated into the lessons and curriculum, but my
emphasis is always on the performance of the specific task.
Starting with the task and working backwards in the lesson-
planning process is opposite of the way I used to plan and teach.
Formerly, I would choose a theme or unit (that may or may not
have been chosen by the students) that I felt was important.
Then I would develop a scope and sequence. Tasks would be
teased out along the way as they developed. Emphasis would
be placed where students needed help. There was never really
any real product or end performance except for the GED test.
The EFF Framework has changed my approach. It is useful in
that most students become involved. They like having a con-

crete task toward which they are working.”

The EFF Performance

Task Template

Teacher/researchers not only developed and
implemented well-structured EFF Performance
Tasks, they were also describing and rating the
“objective difficulty” of those tasks. Rating Per-
formance Tasks along a continuum of increas-
ing complexity helped teachers be sure that

+ the proposed tasks were appropriately
challenging (not too easy or too difficult)
for learners at a given “level,”

* they could think about what learners
already knew and could do that would
contribute to successful completion of the
proposed tasks,

+ they could define what more the learners
needed to know and be able to do in
order to successfully perform the tasks
and how much or what kinds of “scaf-
folding” might need to be built in to
activities, and

+ they would have a sound basis of compar-
ison for documenting learner perfor-
mance of the task.

To assist practitioners in this process, we devel-
oped a Task Template, adapted from the struc-
ture, content, and theoretical foundations of
the Performance Template. The Task Template
focuses on six ranges of complexity, contexts,
and knowledge-base requirements for pro-
posed tasks, and the template supports users in
richly describing and consistently rating their
tasks for these characteristics. In the task exam-
ple found in Appendix C, the teacher used the
task template to guide her detailed descriptions
of the requirements of a task that involved
reading the classified ads to find affordable and
suitable housing.
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“Our [team] conversations are usually centered on helping one
another see the relative difficulty of the task and rating it on the Task
Template, based only on the task’s difficulty rather than on how well
our particular students may be able to perform. Having the other
ESL, Even Start, and ABE instructors involved in our group is useful
in allowing us to bounce ideas around and to ensure that the task is
being rated on the difficulty for all students, not just our own.”

The worksheet for developing a well-structured performance task is
very helpful—but I work backwards through it. By the time I finish, I
have a clear task and better plans for the lessons leading to the task.
After [the project midcourse meeting] I have a much better idea of
how to write the tasks. Now that a ‘clear, succinct task’ is the goal,

I feel I have a better teaching objective and a better means for

measuring student achievement.”

“In developing this task, the things that were the most helpful
were integrating the Standard into the task, looking at the student’s
purpose for wanting to improve in this skill area, and working with

tasks, and to provide a way to keep track
of their notes, a worksheet (Figure 4) was
developed that mirrored the questions
found on the Data Reporting Form, with
additional prompts to make sure that the
task was fully analyzed and rated.

During the first reporting period
(October—December 2001), teachers for-
warded a completed worksheet to their
field assistant, who reviewed the task
analysis and gave feedback on ways to
sharpen the focus on the standard. Later,
with more experience under their belts,
teachers did not need to use this work-
sheet; but many continued to do so, find-
ing it to be a useful way to develop a
complete and well-structured Perfor-
mance Task. They noted that using the
worksheet helped them feel surer that the
tasks they developed were appropriate to

other staff members to develop the
task. Student interest and need to work Figure 4. Performance Task Worksheet.
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the needs and skill levels of their
learners. Further, the focus on care-
ful planning that using the work-
sheet required paid off in more
sharply focused, better organized
teaching. When teachers/researchers
turned to documenting student
performance of tasks, we added
another set of questions to the Per-
formance Task Worksheet to pro-
vide the same opportunity to think
clearly about the performance that
the task may elicit and the evidence
that the teacher would use to docu-
ment student performance.

Figure 5. Teacher Observation Form
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“The difficult part is trying to make sure that all of the prior
knowledge, vocabulary, and understanding are there in order to
accomplish the task. The most challenging part for me is to create a
task that is not too difficult for my beginning literacy students, yet
challenging for the high-level students who are all in the same

class”

“My teaching becomes very focused when I'm doing the tasks. The
whole process of developing the task carries over to lesson planning
and helps me to be more organized. It’s not that I wasn’t organized
before, it’s just that the focusing is easier. The ‘performance task’
way of teaching is starting to appear spontaneously in my teaching,
even teaching that is not specifically related to the performance

tasks for this project.”

urged teachers to build plenty of time into
their instructional activities for them to
reflect with their learners on skills being
developed and tasks being accomplished in
the teaching/learning process. We also
encouraged them to set aside time at least
once each week to document growth and
change in extensive detail so that the result-
ing data would be useful in building a con-
tinuum of performance.

To support the process of teacher obser-
vation and student reflection, we developed
a tool that focuses teachers” written obser-
vations around the dimension-related ques-
tions found on the generic Performance
Continuum (which, themselves, approxi-

Teacher Observation and

Student Documentation Forms

As part of the initial training and support offered to
participants in the 1999-2000 phase of this field
development process, we outlined detailed, step-by-
step procedures for data collection and reporting.
Since we knew the burden of observing and docu-
menting performance would be considerable, we

mated a set of observation protocols). The EFF

Performance Observation Worksheet (Figure 5)

structured teacher observations of performance as

answers to four questions aligned to the four

Dimensions of Performance:

1.What kinds of tasks can learners carry out
(range)?

2.In what contexts can learners perform (range)?

3. What do learners know (knowledge base)?
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4.How well can learners perform (flu-
ency/independence)?

In response to teacher requests, a
shortened version of the form was made
available for students to use to docu-
ment their own learning (Figure 6).

This tool proved to be a valued
resource to many teachers for diagnos-
tic and instructional purposes, and it
was used again during 2000-2001 data
collection. It helped teachers to orga-
nize their observation notes in a way
that made it easier to compile relevant
information over time and then trans-
fer that information to the Teacher

“Planning and teaching for EFF performance tasks is enjoyable:

I like the process, and the students seem to like it, as well. Observing
student performance is one thing, but recording it is something that
is going to take more practice, and it is very difficult to accomplish
during the actual student performance. There are so many things
going on during class that it may be helpful to have someone else

do an objective recording of the process. Having a video or audio
recording when evaluating performance would be helpful. Providing
some free time immediately after each performance would also
allow for some reflection and review of the process, an opportunity
to fill in voids, and enable a more accurate evaluation of student

performance. However, I'm not sure how these needs could be met.”

Observation Form. Since the forms were complet- ~ we found that they provided a great source of rich
ed at the time of observation or shortly thereafter,  and detailed descriptions of performance.

Figure 6. Student Documentation Form
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